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Abstract: Atmospheric oxygen is produced and consumed by life on Earth, and the ozone layer
protects life on Earth from harmful solar UV radiation. The research on oxygen in the Earth system
is of interest to many different geoscientific communities, from paleoclimatology to aeronomy. I
provide a brief overview of the research activities and their motivations. In situ measurements and
remote sensing of atmospheric oxygen are described. The global evolution, distribution, and trends
of atmospheric oxygen are discussed.
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1. Introduction

Molecular oxygen is the second most abundant element in the Earth’s atmosphere
(21% O2 and 78% N2 by volume today). Oxygen is the most abundant element in the Earth’s
crust, it accounts for 89% of the ocean mass [1]. The high abundance of atmospheric oxygen
can only be explained by the continuous oxygen production from cyanobacteria, algae,
and green plants. It is remarkable that the capability of oxygenic photosynthesis evolved
only once on Earth. Cyanobacteria are the only creatures capable of performing this crucial
process, while plants and algae rely on cyanobacterial symbionts (e.g., chloroplasts) to
do this.

Oxygen chemistry, photochemistry, isotope fractionation, and ionization are crucial
for the physics and chemistry of the Earth’s atmosphere. The observation of atmospheric
oxygen contributes to the study of atmospheric dynamics, circulation, and energetics.
Further, the global oxygen cycle is linked to the carbon cycle, which includes the dramatic
increase of CO2 and, hence, global warming. Deoxygenation of the ocean is a serious
problem for the health of the ocean and its aerobic life. The Earth’s ozone layer and the
ionosphere have been modeled based on the assumption of a pure oxygen atmosphere [2].
Oxygen, particularly O+ ions, is considered a biomarker for Earth-like exoplanets. This
serves as a motivation to review our knowledge of oxygen in the Earth’s system. This review
article also helps to identify geoscientific research communities that are connected via the
research object oxygen.

2. The Atmospheric Oxygen Cycle

The atmospheric oxygen cycle comprises all production and loss processes of atmo-
spheric oxygen. Oxygen is mainly produced by the oxygenic photosynthesis of green
plants, algae, and cyanobacteria. Oxygenic photosynthesis converts CO2 and H2O into
organic matter and molecular oxygen.

CO2 + H2O ↔ CH2O + O2 (1)

However, oxygen can only accumulate in the atmosphere if organic matter is buried
after its lifetime without contact with the air. Otherwise, the produced oxygen would be
consumed by the respiration of the organic matter after its lifetime. The abundance of
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atmospheric oxygen is also increased by the burial of pyrite (FeS2). Pyrite is made from
seawater sulfate ions (SO−2

4 ), ferric oxide, and some organic matter, by biogeochemical
processes [3]. Thus, oxygen is released. The burial of the pyrite counteracts the subsequent
oxidation of the pyrite, which would reduce the oxygen abundance in the ocean and the
atmosphere. A small source of oxygen is the escape of hydrogen atoms from water vapor
in the upper atmosphere.

The loss of atmospheric oxygen is due to continental and submarine weathering. Vol-
canic activity also leads to a loss of atmospheric oxygen due to the oxidation of volcanic gases.
The burning of fossil fuels and organic matter are further sinks for atmospheric oxygen.

The measurement of oxygen isotopes leads to more constraints in the description of
sources and sinks in the atmospheric oxygen cycle [1]. For example, oxygen consumption
by respiration of organic matter leads to a decrease of 16O and an accumulation of 18O in
atmospheric oxygen (Dole effect). The oxygen isotopes are measured by mass spectrometry,
interferometry, or cavity ring-down spectroscopy.

Stable isotopes in atmospheric water vapor are also considered when studying the hy-
drologic cycle in detail. The isotope fractionation provides information on cloud processes,
precipitation, transport, and mixing [4]. For example, heavy water molecules with 18O con-
dense faster and evaporate slower compared to light water molecules with 16O. Thus, 18O
in atmospheric water vapor within an air parcel tends to decrease as the parcel undergoes
multiple precipitation events while traveling from low to high latitudes, compared to the
beginning when the water evaporates at the equator.

To measure the variability of atmospheric oxygen, it is better to measure the ratio
between molecular oxygen and nitrogen. The ratio excludes fluctuations from atmospheric
noise. Since the nitrogen abundance is fairly constant in the atmosphere, the ratio variations
are due to changes in the oxygen concentration. The oxygen–nitrogen ratio has been
measured since the 1990s in order to constrain the terrestrial and marine exchanges of
CO2 [1]. The ratio and, hence, the oxygen abundance, have a negative linear trend, which
is due to the increase in fossil fuel combustion. The seasonal cycle of the oxygen–nitrogen
ratio is anti-correlated to the seasonal cycle of CO2 in the western North Pacific [5].

More than half of the oxygen production on the Earth comes from the ocean. On the
other hand, the deoxygenation of the ocean is a serious problem for aerobic life in the ocean.
Monitoring the oxygen content in the ocean by means of sensors, sondes, and platforms
provides information about the health of the ocean [6]. The global ocean oxygen content
decreased by about 2% (between 1960 and the 2000s), based on observations, and model
projections indicate a further increase in ocean deoxygenation in the future [6]. Figure 1
shows the oxygenation and deoxygenation processes in the ocean, which are responsible
for the future evolution of oxygen in the ocean.

Figure 1. Oxygen in the ocean. Reproduced from [7].



Oxygen 2023, 3 289

3. The Evolution of Atmospheric Oxygen

The Earth’s atmosphere turned from anoxic to oxic during the great oxidation event
(GOE), which was 2.4 Gy ago. One reason was the appearance of cyanobacteria 300 My
before the GOE. Additional reasons could be the decrease in the respiration of oxygen
due to geologic processes, such as the appearance of continents and changes in volcanic
activity [3]. During the GOE, the oxygen abundance increased from 1 ppm to 1% by
volume. Figure 2 shows the evolution of atmospheric oxygen since the beginning of the
Earth. The reasons for the second oxidation event at 0.6 Gy are still under investigation.
After the second oxidation event, macroscopic animals appeared in the history of the Earth,
and the oxygen abundance exceeded 10%. Mass spectrometry of the oxygen content in
ancient rocks is required for reconstructing the past oxygen abundance.

The 18O isotope content in precipitation decreases with the decrease in condensation
temperature [8]. Thus, oxygen isotopes in precipitation from ice-core measurements provide
information about the temperature evolution from the past 100’000 years (and more).
In practice, the isotopic ratio δ18O was analyzed.

δ18O =
(18O/16O)sample

(18O/16O)standard
− 1 (2)

where the δ value is multiplied by 1000 and expressed as per mille (‰). The term Standard
refers to the isotopic ratio of standard mean ocean water [1].

There were abrupt climate changes in the δ18O time series of the ice core from
Greenland during the glacial phase (Figure 3). The rapid warming events are called
Dansgaard–Oeschger events, where the temperature is between those of the glacial and
interglacial phases.

Keywords
Great oxidation event, rise of oxygen, oxygenation

Definition
Earth’s oxygenation is an increase in the concentration of

atmospheric molecular oxygen (O2) from levels of less

than 1 ppmv before 2.45 Ga to 21% by volume today.

Larger amounts of atmospheric oxygen became possible
because of shifts in the competition between the produc-

tion of oxygen derived from▶ photosynthesis and the rate

of consumption of oxygen by different geological pro-

cesses. Evidence from ancient rocks suggests that oxygen-

ation happened in steps, with a first rise of O2 at 2.45–2.32

Ga and a second around 0.75–0.58 Ga. The latter increase

was a precursor to the appearance of macroscopic animals.

Overview
The present atmosphere contains (by volume) 78.05% N2,

20.95% O2, 0.93% Ar, 0.038% CO2, and various trace

gases. With the exception of argon, the concentrations of

all of major gases are biologically modulated. Oxygen, in

particular, is almost solely biogenic because it has no

significant abiotic source. Consequently, before life

existed, the atmospheric partial pressure of O2 is estimated
to have been <10!13 bars. The importance of O2 cannot

be overstated: without sufficient O2, the Earth would have

no large multicellular plants, no land animals, and no

humans or consciousness. A particular type of photosyn-

thesis, ▶ oxygenic photosynthesis, is responsible for sup-

plying O2 to the atmosphere. Jan Ingenhousz, a Dutch

physician and botanist, discovered oxygenic photosynthe-

sis in 1779, by showing that when green plants are exposed

to sunlight they produce oxygen. In the nineteenth cen-

tury, many single-celled photosynthesizers were identified
in addition to plants, which included algae and organisms

that were initially called blue-green algae. Like other algae,

the blue-green ones were assumed to have the same cellu-

lar structure as plant cells, as a matter of definition. How-

ever, in the 1970s, blue-green algae were recognized as

bacteria and were reclassified as cyanobacteria through

the efforts of Roger Stanier, a Canadian microbiologist.

Our modern description of oxygenic photosynthesis is
a process by which green plants, algae, and cyanobacteria

split molecules of water into hydrogen and oxygen. The

hydrogen is used inside cells to chemically reduce carbon

dioxide to organic matter, while the oxygen is released as

O2 waste gas.

In the twentieth century, geochemistry uncovered the

history of Earth’s atmospheric O2 levels, showing that

for roughly the first half of Earth history, up until about
2.4 Ga, O2 concentrations were less than 1 ppmv (parts per

million by volume) (Fig. 1). The first person to describe

4.4

0.1 ppt

1 ppm

0.001%

0.01%

A
tm

os
ph

er
ic

 o
xy

ge
n

0.1%

1%

10%

100%

Animals
Visible fossils of algae

Cyanobacteria?

3.2 3.0 2.8 2.6 2.4 2.2 2.0 1.8 1.1 0.8 0.6 0.4 0.2
Time before present (Ga)

0.0

Oxygenation of the Earth’s Atmosphere. Figure 1 A schematic history of atmospheric oxygen according to geologic

constraints discussed in the text

Oxygenation of the Earth’s Atmosphere O 1201

O

Figure 2. Evolution of atmospheric oxygen in the history of the Earth. Reproduced from [3].
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Figure 3. Climate change record from the Greenland Ice Core Project (GRIP) ice core from the summit
of Greenland, showing the Heinrich events (labeled H1–H6) and the millennial time-scale Dansgaard–
Oeschger events. The proxy plotted, δ18O, is largely a function of temperature. The temperature
scale on the left assumes that the isotopic signal is due entirely to temperature changes, which is
only approximately true. (Figure courtesy of G. Bond, reproduced from [9], published 2006 by the
American Meteorological Society).

4. Atmospheric Ozone

Ozone (O3) is generated by the combination of molecular and atomic oxygen. Since
atomic oxygen is mainly generated by the photodissociation of molecular oxygen in the
middle atmosphere, the ozone abundance is the highest in the stratosphere. The peak of
the ozone concentration is at about 25 km and the ozone volume mixing ratio peaks at
about 30 km in altitude in the global average, as indicated by the atmospheric ozone profile
in Table A.6.2.c of [10]. The ozone molecule has a high absorption cross-section in the UV
wavelength region, so the stratospheric ozone layer acts as a protection shield for life on
Earth, shielding it from harmful UV radiation from the Sun. The absorption of UV radiation
by ozone is responsible for the temperature increase with altitude in the stratosphere,

In the 1980s, the appearance of the ozone hole over Antarctica shocked mankind, and it
was recognized that the continuous emission of man-made chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs) has
to be stopped in order to save the ozone layer. In the past, the chlorine abundance increased
with the increase of CFCs which are photo-dissociated at upper altitudes and later stored
in HCl and ClONO2. Polar stratospheric clouds activate chlorine from the reservoir gases
HCl and ClONO2, so catalytic ozone depletion by chlorine happens over Antarctica in the
late winter and spring, leading to the severe depletion of the polar ozone. Without a ban on
the CFC emissions, the ozone layer would have been destroyed after some decades and life
on Earth would have been severely disturbed by a high UV radiance [11].

Since the 1980s, monitoring of the atmospheric ozone has been recognized as an
important task in order to receive information about the state of the ozone layer, which is
indispensable to life on Earth. In 2050, a recovery or even a super recovery of atmospheric
ozone is expected. Ozone profiles in the troposphere and lower stratosphere (up to about
32 km high where the balloon bursts) can be obtained by ozonesondes with high vertical
resolution and accuracy [12]. The sensor is an electrochemical concentration cell that
measures the reaction between ozone and iodide.
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4.1. Total Column Ozone

Total column ozone is the ozone column density that can be measured by Dobson and
Brewer spectroradiometers on the ground. The direct solar radiation in the UV range is
measured at different wavelengths. Since the absorption cross-section of ozone changes
with wavelength, one obtains different intensity values. In addition, the measured intensity
values also depend on the ozone column density so that the retrieval of the total column
ozone is possible by using the Beer–Lambert law [13]. The solar UV intensity decreases
with the increase in the total column ozone.

From space, the total column ozone can be observed by measuring the solar backscat-
tered UV spectrum between 310 and 331 nm, as with the solar backscatter ultraviolet
instrument (SBUV), which was flown on NOAA’s polar-orbiting operational environmental
satellites (POES) [14]. Figure 4 shows the evolution of the ozone hole above Antarctica since
1979. The occurrence of the maximum yearly extent is usually around late September, cor-
responding to early spring in the Southern Hemisphere [15]. At this time, the polar night is
over, and the sun rays photo-dissociate chlorine molecules in the polar stratosphere so that
the generated chlorine atoms can start with their catalytic cycles of ozone depletion [10].

4.2. Tropospheric Ozone

About 10% of atmospheric ozone resides in the troposphere. Tropospheric ozone is
mainly produced via the photodissociation of NO2, which releases atomic oxygen, which
then recombines with O2 to form ozone. Volatile organic components (VOCs) reduce
the amount of NO. Since NO is a sink for O3, an accumulation of tropospheric ozone is
supported by a high concentration of VOCs. About 10% of tropospheric ozone is due to
transport from the stratosphere [16].

Since ozone is a strong oxidant, high concentrations of ozone are harmful to the health
of humans, animals, and plants. The high concentrations of NO2 and VOCs, which are due
to civilization processes, such as agriculture and the combustion of fossil fuels and coal,
generate, especially in the summer (a high photodissociation rate) a high concentration of
tropospheric ozone, which is recognized as a serious air pollution problem. Because of the
infrared absorption of ozone, tropospheric ozone is also a greenhouse gas that contributes
to global warming.

Figure 4. Maximum yearly extent of the ozone hole since 1979. The ozone hole occurs in the late
winter to spring. The total column ozone maps are based on satellite observations. Reproduced
from [17].
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The harmful effects of tropospheric ozone on life on Earth require a monitoring and
warning system for tropospheric ozone as well as a reduction in anthropic emissions of
NO2 and VOCs. A global map of tropospheric column ozone, obtained from the ultraviolet
radiance measurements collected by the Ozone Monitoring Instrument (OMI) on the Aura
satellite, is shown in Figure 5.

Figure 5. Tropospheric column ozone on 26 August 2006, derived from ozone profiles observed by
OMI/Aura. Reproduced from [18].

4.3. Stratospheric Ozone

The stratospheric ozone layer can be roughly explained by photochemical and chem-
ical reactions in a pure oxygen atmosphere [2]. The sources and sinks of odd oxygen
(atomic oxygen and ozone) are comprised of the odd oxygen cycle, which is also called the
Chapman cycle:

O2 + hν → O + O (3)

O + O2 + M → O3 + M (4)

O3 + hν → O + O2 (5)

O + O3 → O2 + O2 (6)

where M represents a collision partner that is inert. The atomic oxygen, which is released
by ozone photodissociation, immediately recombines with molecular oxygen to form ozone
again. In reality, the stratospheric ozone distribution also depends on transport processes
and catalytic cycles of ozone depletion involving nitrogen, hydrogen, chlorine, and bromine
species. In the polar region, heterogeneous reactions on cold polar stratospheric cloud
surfaces can activate chlorine from the reservoir species ClONO2 and HCl to form reactive
species that are capable of catalytic ozone destruction in late winter to spring [19].
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Ground-based and satellite observations and simulations by chemistry–climate models
indicate positive ozone trends since 2000 in the upper stratosphere [20]. Figure 6 shows the
slow increase of ozone since 2000 and the steep decrease of ozone before 1995. The slow
recovery of stratospheric ozone is due to the worldwide ban on CFC emissions by the
Montreal Protocol in 1987.10678 W. Steinbrecht et al.: Ozone profile trends
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Figure 1. Annual mean ozone anomalies near 2 hPa or 42 km, as recorded by merged satellite data sets and ground-based stations. Anomalies
are referenced to the 1998 to 2008 climatological annual cycle of each individual data set, and are averaged over the indicated zonal bands.
Stations close to a zonal band are also included, i.e., NDACC lidar data from Table Mountain at 34.4� N, NDACC FTIR data from Izaña at
28.3� N and Wollongong at 34.4� S, and Umkehr data from Perth at 34.7� S are included in the respective midlatitude bands. Due to con-
tamination by volcanic aerosol after the eruptions of El Chichon and Mt. Pinatubo, Umkehr data are not used for the years 1982, 1983, and
1991 to 1993, and SBUV-NASA data are not available for 1992. Grey lines show the multimodel mean ozone anomalies from CCMVal-2
simulations (Eyring et al., 2010), with the grey shading giving the ±2 SD envelope. Mean and SD are taken over all models (except outliers)
and within a 25-month sliding window.

sunlit part of the globe, but with only coarse altitude resolu-
tion of 10 to 15 km (McPeters et al., 2013). Orbit drifts, dif-
ferences between individual instruments, instrument degra-
dation, and some other problems require careful assessment,
when generating a long-term data set from these measure-
ments. Currently two SBUV-based data sets (Version 8.60)
are available: the merged SBUV MOD (release 6) ozone data
set generated by NASA (Frith et al., 2014), termed SBUV-
NASA in the following, and the “coherent” SBUV data set
generated by NOAA (Wild et al., 2016), termed SBUV-
NOAA in the following. The two data sets rely on the same
SBUV instruments, but differ in the approach taken for merg-
ing their individual records (see also Frith et al., 2017).

Ozone profiles with higher vertical resolution (about
2 km), but also with sparser coverage, were provided by the

satellite-borne Stratospheric Aerosol and Gas Experiments
(SAGE I and SAGE II) and the Halogen Occultation Experi-
ment (HALOE). These instruments measured in solar occul-
tation geometry from 1979 to about 1982 (SAGE I), from late
1984 to 2005 (SAGE II), and from 1991 to 2005 (HALOE);
see, e.g., Damadeo et al. (2013, 2014) and Remsberg (2008).
Since 2002, the Optical Spectrograph and InfraRed Imag-
ing System (OSIRIS) measures ozone profiles from ultra-
violet light scattered in limb geometry (McLinden et al.,
2012). SAGE II and OSIRIS ozone profiles have been com-
bined by Bourassa et al. (2014) to produce a long-term data
set, which has subsequently been improved by correcting for
a tangent altitude drift of the OSIRIS instrument (Bourassa
et al., 2017). Optionally, this data set also includes ozone pro-
files from the limb-viewing instrument of the Ozone Map-

Atmos. Chem. Phys., 17, 10675–10690, 2017 www.atmos-chem-phys.net/17/10675/2017/

Figure 6. (a–c) Evolution of upper stratospheric ozone observed and simulated since 1978. Repro-
duced from [20].

5. Oxygen in the Lower Atmosphere

Molecular oxygen amounts to 21% by volume of the lower atmosphere. The high
abundance of oxygen can only be explained by oxygenic photosynthesis carried out by
life on Earth. The collision-induced fundamental vibration–rotation band at 6.4 µm is
the strongest absorption feature from O2 in the infrared; the Webb telescope should be
able to measure the 6.4 µm emission from exoplanets that have O2 abundances similar to
Earth’s [21]. However, a too-high oxygen abundance is also not good and would be toxic for
organisms. For example, the frequency of forest fires increases with the oxygen abundance.
The oxygen abundance of the Earth has been around 21% since 0.1 Ga, and James Lovelock
explained that this level is self-regulated by the Earth system. The scheme of this self-
regulation is shown in Figure 7.
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27, 2 / REVIEWS OF GEOPHYSICS 

the white daisies of Daisyworld, tending to cool by 
removing carbon dioxide, and the methanogens would be 
like the dark daisies, tending to warm by adding methane 
to the atmosphere. A geophysiological model constructed 
this way settles down to a constant climate and bacterial 
population and sustains an atmosphere where methane is 
the dominant redox gas and where only traces of oxygen 
are present. The continuous leak of carbon to the sedi- 
ments and perhaps also of hydrogen to space would have 
slowly driven the system toward oxidizing until quite 
suddenly oxygen would have become the dominant 
atmospheric gas. 

In this model, as in Daisyworld, a key factor is the 
function that sets the bounds of the environment for the 

biota. The same parabolic relationship between growth 
and temperature was used as in the daisy models, but in 
addition, a similar function was introduced for oxygen. 
Figure 6 shows how the growth of an ecosystem might 
increase as oxygen rises from zero. Oxygen increases the 
rate of rock weathering, and hence the supply of nutrients, 
and also increases the rate of carbon cycling through 
oxidative metabolism. Too much oxygen is, however, 
toxic. The bounds for oxygen in the figure are set by two 
simple exponential relationships describing nutrition and 
toxicity. 

Other bounds, such as those set by the limitations of pH, 
ionic strength, and the supply of nutrients, could have been 
included. Hutchinson [1954] saw the niche as a hyper- 
volume negotiated among the species. In a similar way, I 
see the physical and chemical bounds to growth form a 
hypervolume whose surface intersects that of the hyper- 

Lovelock' SCIENCE OF GAlA o221 

volume expressing the environmental effects of the 
species. 

The model included geochemical data on the CO 2 cycle 
taken from Holland [1984]. The rate of weathering was 
assumed to be a function of the biomass as well as of the 
abundance of oxygen and carbon dioxide. The bottom 
window of Figure 7 illustrates the regulation of the 
temperature. It remained constant during the Archaen but 
fell to a lower steady state in the Proterozoic after the 
appearance of oxygen as a dominant gas. The fall in 
temperature was due to the removal of most of the methane 
greenhouse effect. The middle window shows the 
abundances of the three gases methane, carbon dioxide, 
and oxygen during the evolution of the model. The top 
panel shows the populations of the three main ecosystems: 
cyanobacteria, methanogens, and consumers. 

Like Daisyworld, this model is just an invention and is 
not intended to describe the real world of those remote 
times. What it does illustrate is the remarkable mathemati- 

cal stability of geophysiological models. Climate, three 
ecosystems, and three gases are regulated simultaneously 
while the model is being continuously perturbed by an 
increasing solar luminosity. The stable homeostasis of the 
system is independent of a wide range of initial conditions 
and other perturbations. The values of the environmental 
quantifies, temperature, and gas abundances it predicts are 
always realistic for the organisms. My purpose in making 
the model was to illustrate how I think Gaia works. 

I do not disagree with those who propose that some, or 
even a large proportion, of the total regulation of any 
chosen Earth property can be explained by deterministic 
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Figure 6. (Solid curve) The effect of oxygen on the growth of 
organisms and (dashed curve) the effect of the presence of 
organisms on the abundance of oxygen. The point at which the 

two curves intersect is the level of oxygen at which the system 
regulates. Figure 7. The effect of oxygen on the growth of organisms (solid curve), and the effect of the presence

of organisms on the abundance of oxygen (dashed curve). The point at which the two curves intersect
is the level of oxygen that the system regulates. Reproduced from [22].

6. Inferring Temperature and Wind from Oxygen and Ozone Lines

Assuming a nearly constant oxygen volume mixing ratio, one can utilize the pressure-
broadened oxygen emission lines in the microwave frequency range to calculate the tem-
perature by using ground-based microwave radiometry [23]. The Doppler shift of the
142 GHz O3 line was used for the derivation of horizontal wind profiles in the stratosphere
and mesosphere from observations of a ground-based microwave radiometer [24]. The tem-
perature and geopotential height profiles from the microwave limb sounder (MLS) on
the Aura satellite were derived from the observed limb radiance of the thermal oxygen
emission lines at 118 and 234 GHz [25]. The Doppler shift of the 118 GHz O2 line was used
for the derivation of the mesospheric wind from Aura/MLS [26]. Optical oxygen lines
and bands have been utilized by various satellite missions for measuring horizontal wind
profiles in the mesosphere and lower thermosphere (MLT) [27–29]. The wind observations
of the TIMED Doppler interferometer (TIDI) on the TIMED satellite (thermosphere iono-
sphere mesosphere energetics and dynamics) provided valuable insight into solar tides
and atmosphere dynamics in the MLT region [29].

7. Oxygen in the Middle and Upper Atmosphere

Atomic oxygen is a critical species in the chemistry and energetics of the mesosphere
and lower thermosphere. The satellite instrument TIMED/SABER provided abundances of
atomic oxygen and ozone [30]. Profiles of molecular oxygen and ozone can be obtained
by the solar or stellar occultation technique, which considers the extinction and refraction
of the starlight by oxygen and other species in the atmosphere [31–33]. The O2 profiles in
the upper atmosphere can be measured by rockets via the absorption spectroscopy of the
solar hydrogen Lyman-alpha line, which is mainly absorbed by molecular oxygen [34]. In
the thermosphere, beyond 100 km high, atomic oxygen becomes the dominant species, as
Figure 8 shows. Molecular oxygen is reduced in the thermosphere by photodissociation
or ionization due to the intense shortwave radiation of the Sun. The red line in Figure 8
shows the typical altitude of the International Space Station (ISS). Atomic oxygen causes
erosion of the material of the ISS and satellites in low Earth orbit [35].

Atomic oxygen profiles in the middle and upper atmosphere can be measured in situ by
rockets with different sensors from electrolyte sensors to photometers [36]. Several optical
techniques have been applied based on the emission, absorption, or fluorescence of atomic
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oxygen or species that are linked to it by a known reaction chain. Rocket measurements are
invaluable for the refinement of reaction rates and photochemical modeling of molecular
and atomic oxygen abundances [37].

Measurements of the isotopes of atomic oxygen in the mesosphere and lower ther-
mosphere were performed for the first time via the Stratospheric Observatory for Infrared
Astronomy (SOFIA) [38]. It was found that oxygen contained a higher fraction of the
heavy oxygen isotope 18O than ocean water. The oxygen isotope fractionation of the upper
atmosphere is similar to that of the lower atmosphere.Space as a Tool for Astrobiology: Review and Recommendations. . . 87

Fig. 1 Composition of the
Earth’s atmosphere from 100 to
700 km (data from NASA 1976).
The average altitude of the
International Space Station is
shown with the horizontal red
line

that the speed required for a plane to fly would equal or exceed orbital velocity. This is
therefore the boundary between aeronautics and astronautics, as accepted by the Fédération
Aéronautique Internationale. However, there is no strict physical boundary between Earth’s
atmosphere and space, since the atmosphere extends well beyond the 100 km limit. Figure 1
shows that the residual Earth atmosphere stretches above this arbitrary boundary and that
the International Space Station and other artificial satellites orbiting the Earth at the lower
levels of altitudes, referred to as low Earth orbit (LEO, ∼400 km), are in an environment
dominated by O radicals (NASA 1976). Total pressure at 400 km is about 10−8 mbar (10−6

Pa); it is ∼ 10−10 mbar (10−8 Pa) at 1000 km.
Outer space provides a challenging environment with regard to temperature: in absence

of appropriate system design, thermal extremes far exceeding Earth’s hottest and coldest lo-
cales are to be expected. In general, the temperature to which a biological sample is exposed
in space is a strong function of the design of its exposure and containment system: insula-
tion, emissivity, duration of exposure to direct or indirect sunlight and eclipse (determined
in part by the orbit), provision of active heating and/or cooling, strength of thermal linkages
to a parent structure or spacecraft, and so forth. In space-exposure experiments, temperature
is a parameter to be managed by careful design.

Terrestrial orbits are described by their altitude (from sea level) and inclination (tilt of the
orbital plane relative to Earth’s equator) (Stark and Swinerd 2003). Defining a non-circular
orbit also requires knowledge of perigee and apogee, the respective points of closest and
furthest distance from the Earth. Table 1 provides a number of parameters that summa-
rize Earth orbits and other locations at which inhabited space stations and satellites have
been deployed, or are likely in the coming decade to voyage, in order to provide a partic-
ular set of environmental conditions for a given science experiment. This table will also
be discussed in Sect. 2.2 since it includes data related to particle radiation sources and
doses.

Two physical phenomena that differ significantly in outer space relative to Earth’s sur-
face, often with great relevance for biological, astrobiological, and astrochemical studies,
are gravitation and radiation. The gravity field decreases slowly from sea level to classi-
cal orbits around the Earth. It is a common misunderstanding to believe that objects and
astronauts in Earth orbit are weightless because they have escaped Earth gravity. Gravity
caused by our planet is still some 8.6 m s−2 at 400 km altitude and 7.3 m s−2 at 1000 km.
Without that strong pull from the Earth, the ISS would not remain in orbit and wander away

Figure 8. Composition of the thermosphere between 100 and 700 km in altitude. Data are from the
U.S. Standard Atmosphere. Reproduced from [39].

7.1. Gravity Waves in Airglow

Airglow mainly occurs in the mesosphere and thermosphere, where photochemical
reactions are accompanied by the emission of radiation in the visible, infrared, or ultraviolet
parts of the electromagnetic spectrum [10,40,41]. Atomic oxygen has two prominent line
emissions, i.e., at 557.7 nm (green light) and 630 nm (red light). Since airglow has quite
a uniform distribution, it is not recognized much by the naked eye of an observer on the
ground; however, contributes a significant portion of the light arriving from the sky on a
moonless night [40]. Airglow is investigated to have a better understanding of the photo-
chemistry, dynamics, and energetics of the upper atmosphere. Atmospheric waves induce
spatial–temporal variations in the airglow. All sky airglow imagers on the ground can be
used to observe mesospheric gravity waves. The movements of the wave ripples provide
information about the wave propagation speed, wave period, horizontal wavelength, and
other wave parameters. The signatures of mesospheric gravity waves are depicted in
Figure 9. The knowledge of gravity waves is crucial since momentum and energy deposits
by gravity waves determine the circulation of the middle and upper atmosphere.
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Fig. 3. Signature of gravity waves observed in OI 557.7-nm images on April 21, 2009 at Kolhapur. The image at the center shows an example of wave
breaking at 0105:47 hours.

 (a) Raw image                                   (b)  Processed image            

Fig. 4. Signature of gravity waves observed at Allahabad in the OI 557.7-nm images at 22:48:36 hours on the night of April 25, 2009. (a) raw image,
(b) processed image.

74.2◦E) and Allahabad stations, but these signatures were
not recorded in the OI 630.0-nm and OH images. Figure 3
shows three sequential OI 557.7-nm images observed at
Kolhapur on the night of April 20–21, 2009. They were
spread over a distance of more than 400 km at an alti-
tude of 97 km. The gravity wave fronts were observed to
be aligned along the north-west to south-east direction at
00:47:48 hours. At the center of the image, the breaking
of the wave fronts can be seen to take place at 01:05:47
hours on April 21, 2009. Thereafter, their propagation in
the south-west direction slows down. However, the align-
ment of the wavefronts changes during the course of night.
The wavelengths varied between 30 and 40 km.

Figure 4 shows the signature of gravity waves observed
at Allahabad in the OI 557.7-nm images obtained on the
night of April 25, 2009. These waves were prominent in the

north-east portion of the sky and were moving in the north-
east direction. Based on consecutive images, we inferred
the phase velocity of the waves to be 50 m/s; the wave-
length and periodicity of the waves were 38 km and 13 min,
respectively. These values are the signature of short-period
atmospheric gravity waves at an altitude of 97 km.
4.3 Wind profiles for the Allahabad station

In the absence of detailed simultaneous wind measure-
ments at the location of our observation site at Allahabad,
we chose to use the two wind profiles (meridional compo-
nent, Vm, and the zonal component, Vz) of average neutral
wind velocity from the HWM-93 wind model (Hedin et al.,
1996). Other researchers have used a model of the zonal
and meridional wind profiles for each month using avail-
able climatological information (Forbes, 1982a, b; Fleming
et al., 1988; Fleming and Chandra, 1989; Chandra et al.,

Figure 9. Signature of short-period mesospheric gravity waves visible in airglow, observed by an all
sky airglow imager. Reproduced from [42].

Airglow observations are also performed by satellites and the International Space
Station [43]. From space, the airglow in the O2 band is a good option since the surface light
noise is reduced due to the absorption by lower atmospheric O2.

7.2. Aurora

Different from airglow, the aurora is energized by charged particles from the solar
wind and the Earth’s magnetosphere. Collisions of the particles with atmospheric molecules
or atoms can induce excited states and subsequent line emissions. The green oxygen aurora
and the green airglow are both caused by the same line transition at 557.7 nm, and the red
aurora is at 630 nm, which is also known to be present in airglow. Aurora is also interesting
for research on exoplanets. A green aurora indicates that a planet has oxygen. Radio wave
emissions are associated with aurora and such exoplanet emissions are already detectable
by radio telescopes [44]. The auroral radio waves indicate that there is an exoplanet and
that the exoplanet is protected by a magnetosphere.

7.3. Oxygen Ions in the Ionosphere and Magnetosphere

Atomic oxygen is the dominant species in the F2 region of the ionosphere, where
the peak electron density is about 300 to 400 km high. Atomic oxygen ions O+ are the
dominant ion species in the ionospheric F2 region. Oxygen ions also occur on other planets;
Mars and Venus have maxima for O+

2 . Mendillo et al. proposed that the dominance of
O+ ions in the ionospheric composition at the altitude of maximum electron density can
be used to identify a planet in orbit around a solar-type star where global-scale biological
activity is present [45]. In the optical domain (ultraviolet, visible, and infrared), O+ ions
can be detected directly via resonantly scattered starlight, by the photons emitted by the
recombination of O+ ions and electrons, and by absorption-line spectroscopy [45].

The discovery of high concentrations of O+ ions in the Earth’s magnetosphere was a
great surprise in 1972, when a satellite in a polar orbit around the Earth, operating in a low
Earth orbit, measured significant heavy ion fluxes during the main phase of a geomagnetic
storm [46,47]. The mass spectrometer on the satellite detected a peak corresponding to
the M/q ratio 16. Previously, it was assumed that the energies of oxygen ions are too
small for an escape from the ionosphere and for a transfer from the ionosphere into the
magnetosphere. Thus, it was believed that the magnetospheric ion composition would be
dominated by the light ions of hydrogen and helium from the solar wind. However, it was
observed that during geomagnetic storms, oxygen ions are the dominant species in the ring
current and magnetotail of the Earth’s magnetosphere. The ionospheric outflow occurs
at high latitudes, where the oxygen ions have energies between 0.7 and 12 keV/e due to
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electrodynamical processes in the polar ionosphere. These energies are sufficient to escape
Earth’s gravity and to populate the magnetosphere [47].

8. Conclusions

Considering all the important studies in the different fields of oxygen research in
geosciences seems to be impossible and would result in a very long and unreadable article.
However, it was worth it to provide a brief overview of the geoscientific areas in order to
obtain an impression about oxygen in the Earth system. Such an overview is interesting for
many different geoscientific research communities and is a gateway to related studies on
oxygen. The initial scope of this article was focused on “atmospheric oxygen”; however,
during the study, I noticed that the oxygen cycle and the role of oxygen in the ocean are
important areas that should also be considered. Moreover, oxygen ions in the ionosphere
and magnetosphere are of interest, as well as research on the possible detection of oxygen
on habitable exoplanets.
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